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ABSTRACT
Bruce O’Brian Foster
Crank Dat Soulja Boy: Understanding Black Male Hip-Hop Aspirations in
Rural Mississippi

Aspirations and attainment are affected by a number offactors, including
socioeconomic status, neighborhood setting,family influence, and peer socialization.
While previous scholarship has focused on these factors, separately and collectively, this
research will examine an understudied but prevalent dynamic; Hip-Hop aspirations.
Specifically, this research focuses on the relationship between aspirations to r^ and the
space/place dynamics ofthe rural South. Drawing on qualitative data collected in rural.
Southern communities through ethnographic research methods, this research explores
how Black male aspirations may manifest themselves in ways that have come to be
perceived as alternative and oppositional.
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INTRODUCTION
On the heels of a third album release, controversial Southern rap artist Soulja
Boy, bom DeAndre Cortez Way, has grown from a “one-hit internet wonder” to a wellestablished artist in the Hip-Hop and entertainment industries, with regular features on
several BillBoard Charts.^ He has accmed platinum album sales, created a shoe and
clothing line, and is the face of his own cartoon series. Amidst this success he has faced
criticism and acclaim from all levels of the Hip-Hop industry: Village Voice writer Drew
Hinshaw posed the grandiose existential question, “What, precisely does the world need
from Soulja Boy?”“ One member of Soulja Boy’s entourage made the ambitious claim.
Soulja boy, you are God.” Hip-Hop pioneer Ice-T lambasted, “Fuck Soulja Boy.
Finally, countless members of the Hip-Hop community and cultural critics alike have
accused Soulja Boy of “killing Hip-Hop.” In spite of this environment, Soulja Boy’s
overall appeal has proven resilient with consistently high record sales, record-breaking
digital sales, and lucrative marketing strategies. Considering the unlikely beginning of
Soulja Boy’s music career in Batesville, MS, the numbers are staggering:

Crank That

(Soulja Boy)” was the top selling digital track of2007, and at 3.9 million, the song netted
the third most digital sells since that type of data began to be archived.*'' Since then that
V tt

number has grown to well over five million.

Crank Dat (Soulja Boy)” also sold over

five million ringtones, received a Grammy nomination, and has close to half a billion
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views on YouTube. Soulja Boy’s first feature album SouljaboyTellem enjoyed Platinum
record sales and laudable positions on four difTerent Billboard Charts: Top 200,
R&B/Hip-Hop Albums,Digital Albums, and Rap Albums.
At face value it seems simple: Soulja Boy is a Hip-Hop superstar with a global
fan base and impressive career statistics. Beyond the numbers, however, he embodies the
power of Hip-Hop culture and rap music,the importance ofthe South,the contradictions
of rural spaces, and the complexities of Black male aspirations. Bom DeAndre Way in
Chicago,IL and later following macro patterns of re-migration to the “New-South,” he
moved to Atlanta where he became interested in rapping and making music in what
many refer to as the “Mecca of Hip-Hop.” Before graduating high school, he moved to
Batesville, MS,a rural town north ofthe Mississippi Delta, south of Memphis, TN,and
west ofthe University of Mississippi’s main campus in Oxford. While in rural
Mississippi, Soulja Boy claims to have developed Pfip-Hop aspirations that he worked
diligently to achieve:
In high school, I had this black composition notebook where I used to
write down a list of goals: weekly goals, monthly ones, yearly ones, and
one for my whole life. In there I had: get a record deal; have a number one
song; have a platinum album; get a shoe line and clothing line; invent a
dance everyone would do; get my mom out the hood; even little things
like get a real watch or do all my homework.'”
While these aspirations have since been questioned by journalists and scholars as a
convenient post-success narrative, Soulja Boy,by claiming that he had set short and
long-term goals, inserts himself into an important dialogue on Black male aspirations.
That these aspirations manifested themselves in Hip-Hop superstardom and iconic status
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in popular culture is equally interesting because it is not the route that his father
encouraged him to take. In an interview outside of the Kodak Theatre in Los Angeles at
the 2009 BET Awards, Soulja Boy reflected on his father’s hopes that he would “stay in
school and focus on school.” Soulja Boy’s plans for himself, however, were different: “I
was like, man,this music go’n’jump offfor me.” This was a moment in which his
career had come full circle: from recording homemade dance videos in rural Mississippi
to performing at the biggest venue in the Black music/entertainment industry, Soulja
Boy had arrived.
That Soulja Boy’s arrival had come along an “alternative” route to attainment
provides an appropriate point of departure for an examination of black male aspirations
and how they intersect with Hip-Hop and popular culture. As a young. Black male from
rural Mississippi with notable success in the Hip-Hop music and entertainment industries,
Soulja Boy can serve as a case study for a larger discourse in academia: aspirations and
attainment on “alternative” occupational and/or educational paths. Drawing on twentyeight qualitative interviews and ethnographic research in three locales in Mississippi Dieberville, Tate, and Rockfort-this research aims to begin the work of sharing the
narrative of Black males in the rural south who have aspirations to rap. These aspirations
emerge out of concrete goals and develop in two ways: as a hobby and/or form of culture
transmission and as a primary occupational option. Following is an examination ofBlack
male aspirations and attainmentjuxtaposed with a contextualization of the environment
out of which Soulja Boy emerged as a global superstar rural. Southern Hip-Hop.

3

Notes:

' Soulja Boy has placed six songs on the following Billboard Charts: Hot 100, R&B/Hip-Hop,Pop Songs,
Radio Songs, Digital Songs, and Ringtones. Additionally, Soulja Boy has enjoyed success on other US
music charts like AOL,Myspace^ and Tastemaker. He has also placed on international charts, including the
Canadian Hot 100, European Hot 100, and France Songs.
“ The Village Voice; D« 8-Dec 14, 2010; 55, 49; ProQuest Direct Complete, pg. 60. In the article “Let
Soulja Be Great” Drew Hinshaw half praises half satirizes Soulja Boy’s accomplishments. The question
“What precisely does the world need ^m Soulja Boy?” is partially satirical but also engages the actual
relevance of the lyrical content and musical styling of ^ulja ^y’s music.
*“ In 2008, West coast rapper Ice-T claimed that Soulja Boy “killed Hip-Hop” and lambasted the then new
artist with the now infamous “Fuck Soulja Boy” quote on a DJ Cisco mixtape entitled Urban Legend.
Soulja Boy responded by highhghtmg Ice-T’s age and his lack of relevance in contemporary Hip-Hop. The
“beef’ has since been parodied in Aaron McGrud«-’s The Boondocks and talked about and chronicled by
countless radio DJs.
Billboard - The International Newsweekly of Music, Video and Home Entertainment 120:50(13
December 2(X)8) p. 22-24
'' http:/Avww.thedeandreway.com/
http:/Avww.thedeandreway.com/
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BACKGROUND
According to the US Bureau of Statistics, the 1977 college-entry rate of Black
males between the ages of 18 and 24 was 64%,a rate that was almost equal to that of
other racial and ethnic groups(Hauser & Anderson, 1991).* Since 1977 this number has
declined steadily for Black males, reaching 56% in 2007, while remaining constant for
their white counterparts." The decline in Black male college enrollment occurred
alongside a steady increase in overall college enrollment as well as an increase in the rate
at which Black males aspired to attend college, which was also on pace with other racial
and ethnic groups(Hauser & Anderson, 1991; Strayhom,2009; Lee & Lewis-Moss,
2009). These data point to a curious paradox: while young Black males aspire to enroll in
college at rates similar to national trends, the instances in which they do so increasingly
lags behind every other racial and ethnic group in the country (Holzer, 2008). Other
educational, occupational, and life outcomes are equally problematic: Black men are
most likely to drop out of high school, become incarcerated for criminal activity, work in
low-status service occupations, die by homicide, and have the lowest levels of
achievement as measured by test scores and grades(Holzer,2008; Lee & Lewis-Moss,
2009; Dyson,2004).
Statistics demonstrate that Black males in rural. Southern spaces face structural
inequality and limited access to economic mobility in similar ways as their counterparts
from other regions.*" In spite of this reality, however, representations in popular culture as
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well as discourse in academia have trended towards the centralization and
romanticization of Black males in urban spaces. While historic depictions of the
archetypal Black male have generally been tied to the South and slavery (Le., Uncle
Tom),contemporary depictions have recreated this depiction as the urban, Black gangsta.
with “urban” and “gangsta” being tied to non-Southem cities like Chicago, New York,
Detroit, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia(Richardson, 2008). The prominence ofthe Black
gangsta can be attributed, in part, to the crack epidemic of the 1980’s,the proliferation of
the American drug economy, and the rise of urban, street gangs(Dyson,2004; Kitwana,
2002; Asante, 2008; Watson,2006; Boyd,2007). Representations of Black gangsta
lifestyles began to enter the mainstreams in the “hood” films ofthe 1990’s, including
Boyz in the Hood, New Jack City, Juice, Dead Presidents, Belly, and Menace IISociety
(Massood, 2006). While there are exceptions like ATL's depiction of Atlanta, Jason’s
Lyric and its depiction of Houston, and Hustle & Flow's depiction of Memphis,there
remains an imbalance in representations of Black males. To this end. Black men fi*om the
South become compartmentalized at the margins of mainstream discourses about Black
masculinity and Black culture.
Like the South,rural spaces have been understudied in academia and often
romanticized, if not distorted, in popular culture. Statistics suggest that rural spaces deal
with dynamic public issues comparable to urban and suburban spaces. Fifteen percent of
the US rural population compared to 12.5% ofthe urban population live in poverty
(Poverty in the US,2010). The diversity ofimpoverished populations differs between
urban and rural spaces; minorities account for 66% of the urban impoverished population
while only 34% ofthe rural impoverished population is represented by minority groups
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(Poverty in the US,2010). While minorities in rural areas have lower rates of poverty
than their urban counterparts, impoverished populations in rural areas have higher rates
IV

of unemployment, infant mortality, and “persistent poverty”(Poverty in the US,2010).
As illustrated by Table 1, urban, suburban, and rural areas plagued by persistent poverty
have similar public issues that receive varying levels ofconcern (Poverty in the US,
2010).
Table 1
Persistent Poverty Counties, 1970-2000

Persistent Poverty Counties, 1970-2000*
The most important community problems among rural vs urban residents include:
Large City

Suburb

Small City/Town

Rural Area

1. Crime

I. Education

I. Education

I. Drugs

2. Drugs

2. Crime

2. Unemployment

2. Unemployment

3. Education

3. Sprawl

3. Crime

3. Eduatlon

4. Problems w/ kids

4. Taxes

4. Drugs

4. Taxes

5. Infrastructure

5. Drugs

5.Sprawl

5. Infrastnicttne

Source; USOA.Economic Researcb Service*
*Urt)Mi(ntetro)counties, venm rural(nonrectit^ counties. IncfaKte one or more dtieswidi 50.000 residCTts Of more.*
Source:Pew Research Center for the People a tbe Press Siuvey Reports'

Note, Community Problems of Persistent Poverty Counites. Reprinted from “Poverty in America:
Rural vs Urban differences”(p. 1), by L,Ganong et al. 2010, University of Missouri. Reprinted with
permission.

Additionally, rural areas generally have substandard levels ofeducation and healthcare,
high rates of uninsured families, poor public transportation, low economic diversity, poor
health, and overall population decline (Poverty in the US,2010). These considerations
are important as they recognize rural spaces as dynamic places that may cultivate
aspirations differently than urban and suburban areas.
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PURPOSE
While previous research has examined a number offactors influencing
aspirations, this research will add three dimensions that the current literature overlooks or
does not fully examine: a Southern dimension, a rural dimension, and a Hip-Hop
dimension. Many current studies utilize expansive data sources like the National
Educational Longitudinal Study(NELS 88/00)and the Monitoring the Future Survey
(Hauser & Anderson, 1999; Strayhom 2009), but there have been minimal focused.
qualitative studies examining the aspirations and attainment of populations in specific
locales in the rural South. This research breaks from this trend by going into three
specific townships in rural Mississippi to examine the ways in which macro factors and
statistics play out on micro levels. By filming the ethnographic methods ofthis research
within the findings and methods of past research, this research forges a new way to think
about and examine aspirations in different racial, geographic, socioeconomic, and
regional contexts.

Past research generally focuses on urban areas when examining the effects that
neighborhood and region have on aspirations. Still, however, geography is rarely a
primary variable when examining aspirations and attainment. Strayhom,the most recent
scholar who examines neighborhood setting, recognizes the need for more extensive
studies that examine the effect that neighborhood composition may have on aspirations;
If pressed, Strayhom would have to concede that studies do extensively examine inner
city and suburban spaces(Rosenberg, 1972; Ogbu,2003; Bobbitt-Zeher,2004), but
Strayhom’s assessment is appropriate when applied to Southern, rural spaces. This
research recogmzes the absence of substantial research on rural areas in the South and
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aims to add a new spatial pathway to current conversations about the relationship
between neighborhood and educational aspirations.
Finally, past research neglects to examine the ways in which Hip-Hop, music and
culture, may affect Black, male conceptions ofthe possibilities and impossibilities of
attainment in certain educational and/or occupational settings. While current research
examines “oppositional culture,” “the Streets,”‘"urban” culture and other dynamics that
sometimes connote Hip-Hop culture, no study directly and extensively examines
aspirations for Hip-Hop stardom. Additionally, while there is literature that examines the
growth, development, and significance of Hip-Hop culture, none attempts to synthesize
Hip-Hop’s effects on Black thought processes and attainment in general or, more
specifically, how these dynamics intersect in rural. Southern spaces to cultivate
aspirations. Hip-Hop culture influences fashion trends, mannerisms,language,
consumption patterns and a host of other dynamics to Black culture. It affects beliefs and
social mores in ways that have become unparalleled by any other aspect of American
popular culture. Stated differently, Hip-Hop culture is Black culture, complicated and
dynamic, and it is the purpose of this study to insert this reality into the discourse on
aspirations, attainment, and achievement.
Soulja Boy stands as one ofthe most noteworthy and successful artists to come
from the rural South — Mississippi in particular. Because ofthe dynamics of his life and
career, he becomes a useful case study for the examination ofrap aspirations in rural
locales. His life embodies the contradictions and complexities of Hip-Hop, and this study
aims to draw from the specificity of Soulja Boy’s life to speak to the profound effect that
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Hip-Hop has on one ofits primary audiences: Black males. This will be brought to bear
in an examination of aspirations as they develop in the minds ofSouthern Black males.
The overarching purpose ofthis research is to explore the dynamic environment
in which black males in the rural South have come to view Hip-Hop as an appealing route
toward attaimnent. Mainstream notions of acceptable aspirations and levels ofattainment,
however, have characterized the “Hip-Hop thing”'' as an “alternative” path toward
attainment, with alternative being synonymous with illegitimate and oppositional. More
specifically, it is thought ofas the primary transmitter ofoppositional behavior to Black
youth. This research will work to complicate these popular generalizations by giving
voice to the Black males who have Hip-Hop aspirations and by critically engaging the
environments out of which these aspirations develop.
The secondary purpose ofthis research is to escape reductive mainstream
characterizations of Hip-Hop that do not recognize the complexities ofHip-Hop
production as it adapts to fit regional environments and the opportumties and constraints
available to the individuals in those environments. As it is, production and promotional
strategies in Memphis,TN or Atlanta, GA would look very different from those in
Shannon, MS or the Mississippi Delta. At work within these distinctions are politics of
identity and respectability that cultivate contradictions that simultaneously motivate rural
Southern artists to “put on for”'" their communities while also hoping to escape the
constraints that come vrith living in those rural areas. This research will examine the
dynamics that are involved in rural Hip-Hop production as well as the contradictions that
motivate this production.
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The scope of this research must be understood with two caveats. First, this
research recognizes the emergence of Hip-Hop as a global phenomenon that transcends
race, ethnicity, place, gender, class, culture, and other dynamics. Hip-Hop has taken on
many cultural and artistic forms across the globe. There are “Yellow B-Boys” who break
dance and rap in Japan and youth from Capetown, South Africa who construct their own
identities and “cultural flows” as a part of Hip-Hop culture(Condry,2007; Becker and
Destile, 2008). Hip-Hop also has well-established followings in Australia and London,
and most recently Hip-Hop has emerged in different countries in the Middle East
(Jackson & Anderson, 2008). While this new cosmopolitan reality that Hip-Hop is
experiencing is not the focus ofthis research, it is important to recognize the broadness of
Hip-Hop culture. This research moves from this broad reality to a very specific regional
space in the US:the rural South.

Next, the purpose ofthis research is not to discount the importance of educational
attainment as demonstrated by the relatively higher occupational statuses and income
levels that stem from Bachelor’s and professional degrees as opposed to high school
diplomas. According to the 2011 US Census,a high school diploma is worth about
$31,283, a Bachelor’s $58,613, a Master’s $70,856, a Doctorate $99,697,and a
professional degree $125,019. While Black Americans typically earn less than other
racial groups with similar educational backgrounds,the general correlation between
education and income remains valid. This research recognizes these realities but also
seeks to look beyond the normative tags that have stigmatized Hip-Hop aspirations in
order to understand the environment in which they are constructed. In the next section, I
examine the significance ofthese dynamics both individually and collectively.
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Notes:

'Increases in the college entry rates of Blacks have been attributed to expanded opportunities on the heels
of the Civil Rights Movement as well as to increased government aid for education(Hauser, 1986).
” Declines in college entry rates for Blacks(male and female) has been credited to shifts in the economic
status of Blacks relative to other racial and ethnic groups, declines in financial aid, a net increase in the cost
to enroll in college (Hauser, 1986).
According to the 2010 US Census, the South has the highest concentration ofBlack Americans in the
country while also boasting the nation’s lowest levels ofeducational attainment and family income. The US
Department of Justice and Federal Bureau of Investigation report that the South has the highest property
and violent crime rates in the country as well as the highest arrest rates.
''' The US Census defines ‘"persistent poverty” counties as those that maintain a poverty rate of at least 20%
in the 40 years immediately preceding the most recent census. So,for the 2010 US Census, all poverty rates
since 1970 were included.
''“Hip-Hop Thing” is inclusive ofrapping, DJ-ing, mixing, mastering, scratching, and all other elements
that
constitute the creation and production of Hip-Hop music.
VI ((
Put On” is the name of a popular rap song by Southern artist Young Jeezy and Chicago native Kanye
West. It generally means embracing, representing, and taking pride in. So,to “put on for” one’s community
connotes strong civic and cultural identities.
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Finding Rural,Southern Hip-Hop
Despite predictions by scholars in the early 1990’s that Hip-Hop was a passing
fad, the music, breakdancing, graffiti, and DJ-ing that defines the genre has evolved into
a way of life that shapes economic and cultural perceptions on a global scale(Rose, 1994;
Asante, 2008; Henderson & Henderson,2008; Condry,2007; Becker and Destile, 2008;
Jackson & Anderson,2008). Specifically, Black American youth coming ofage in the
Hip-Hop and Post-Hip-Hop generations have faced declining occupational and economic
opportunities and depressed incomes while they increasingly aspire to gain economic
success and higher occupational status(Kitwana, 2002; Asante, 2008; Holzer, 2008). In
spite of this reality, Hip-Hop has maintained its status as the vanguard of popular culture,
with increasing influence in TV,film, video games,academia, and the music industry.

Hip-Hop culture has been prevalent in mainstream media advertisements and
evolving alongside product-promotional strategies since the 1980’s. Curtis Blow was at
the forefront ofthis trend in 1986 when he partnered with Sprite.' This trend continued
throughout the 1990’s and into the 2000’s as artists like Kriss Kross, Nas, Rakim, Tupac,
Notorious B.I.G., MC Lyte, Jay-Z, LL Cool J, Dr. Dre, Run DMC,Young Jeezy, and
others used their rhyming skills and popularity in Hip-Hop to help advertise for products
like St. Ides malt liquor. Burger King,Taco Bell, FUBU,Coors and other multi-million
dollar companies." Additionally, gaming franchises like Madden, Grand Theft Auto, and
Needfor Speed as well as games like DefJam Vandetta, Beatmania, and DJ Hero have
13

also all centralized the beats, rhythms, lyrics, and image of Rap music. Movies like
Drumline, Step Up, Save the Last Dance, Stomp the Yard, and Love and Basketball have
also incorporated Hip-Hop culture. Even movies with predominantly White casts use
lyrics and other elements from Hip-Hop culture (I.e., The Proposal, Transformers,
Malibu's Most Wanted, and Boiler Room).*" From the 1980’s to the 2000’s, Hip-Hop has
taken center stage in the marketing strategies of many popular products, particularly although not exclusively - products geared toward youth markets, and this reality
demonstrates one way in which Hip-Hop has penetrated and pervaded popular culture by
transcending race, and class. Hip-Hop culture and Rap music continue to move beyond
their initial consumers (I.e., minorities from urban spaces) and into mainstream, white
culture.

Secondly, beginning with the publication of Tricia Rose’s Black Noise in 1994,
Hip-Hop has slowly begun to move from the margins to the center of academic discourse.
At the time of Rose’s publication, Hip-Hop Studies had been looked at as merely
ephemeral and unworthy of valuable academic work; Rose turned this line ofthinking on
its head with her groimdbreaking expose of Hip-Hop culture(Rose, 1994). More recently
Ali Colleen Neff(2009)conducted an ethnographic study of Hip-Hop in the Mississippi
Delta. In the fifteen years separating these two works,titles like It*s Bigger Than HipHop, The Hip-Hop Wars, The Hip-Hop Generation, Hip-Hop Matters, And It Don‘t Stop,
Can’t Stop, Third Coast, Won Y Stop, Know What IMean, and many others have been
produced by leading scholars in academia from Michael Eric Dyson and Bakari Kitwana,
to M.K. Asante, Jr. and Mark Anthony Neal. Hip-Hop’s increasing presence in academic
discourse demonstrates the usefulness of Hip-Hop culture in examinations of
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contemporary issues. Hip-Hop culture, however, has remained absent from discussions of
aspirations and attainment. This study recognizes this and aims to add this dynamic to the
conversation.

In the last thirty years, Hip-Hop has become the most important contributor to the
economic health ofthe music industry. In fact, since virtual piracy has slowed sales and
lowered profits, record labels oft depend on the genre to remain profitable(Asante,
2008). Forbes estimates that Hip-Hop generates over $15 billion every year. The
importance ofthis figure is accentuated when earlier sales figures are considered. In 1988
annual Hip-Hop sales totaled around $100 million, about 2% ofthe total sales ofthe
music industry. In 1992 Hip-Hop generated $400 million and accounted for about 5% of
the industry’s total sales. In 1998 Rap music became America’s top selling music genre,
and although the genre has since relinquished this title, the success ofthe music industry
is still tied to Rap artists, producers, and record labels(Farley, 1999; Coates, 2007). This
is evidenced by the collaboration of Hip-Hop producers with artists from other genres
including Pop, Country, and R&B. To be clear, the decline in sales ofRap albums and
singles mirrors similar trends in other genres throughout the music industry and can be
credited to a number offactors: the last decade has seen unprecedented levels of piracy as
websites like Napster, Kazaa, and Limewire have allowed free music downloads. The
emergence of YouTube, MySpace, and other networking websites has also increased
access that consumers have to their favorite artists and music. Thus, buying and/or
downloading music has decreased in significance. The centrality ofHip-Hop in the
economy ofthe music industry demonstrates its position in popular culture and is
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additionally important in discussions ofregional trends in industry consumption and
production trends.

Southern Hip Hop

Since the late 1990’s, Hip-Hop has been particularly powerfiil and most
successful in the South (Sarig, 2007). Roni Sarig’s extensive exploration of Southern
Hip-Hop’s development, Third Coast, suggests the South’s scope to be far beyond
traditional conceptions, which are typically city-oriented- Atlanta, Houston, Miami,etc.
For Sarig, Southern Hip-Hop is inclusive of most states below the Mason-Dixon Line
inclusive of and east of Texas and south of St. Louis: Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia,
Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Louisiana, and Arkansas. Framing what
“South” entails allows an effective analysis of Southern Hip-Hop and other dynamics
specific to the Southern United States.

The significance of Southern Hip-Hop is evidenced in Billboard rankings, radio
play, and popularity and prevalence on BET,the primary television network for Black
artists and entertainers. In 2002 over halfofthe singles on the Billboard's Hip-Hop charts
were produced by Southern artists, and during one week in 2003,the top six songs on the
Billboard Hot 100 were the products of Southern artists, labels, and/or producers(Sarig,
2007). Between October 2003 and December 2004, a Southern act was in the number one
spot for fifty-eight out of sixty-two weeks. In 2004, Southern artists made up 44% of
urban radio play while the Midwest made up 29.7%,East Coast artists made up just over
24%,and the West Coast only 2.5%. During a week in 2011,the top 10 slots ofthe
R&B/Hip-Hop charts were all occupied by Southern artists, either as the main act or
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featured in a collaborative effort. During that same week,the only two Hip-Hop songs on
the top-ten radio play chart were from Southern artists. These statistics demonstrate how
Southern Hip-Hop culture has, essentially, become synonymous with Hip-Hop culture as
a whole. Consequently, any discussion of Hip-Hop necessitates a discussion ofthe South
and Southern Hip-Hop.
A brief analysis of 106*^ and Park,BETs most highly rated show since its first
broadcast in 2000,further accentuates the centrality of Southern Hip-Hop. The show airs
on weekdays and features the top ten Hip-Hop and R&B songs as voted on daily by fans
across the country. For every episode in 2010, about halfofthe number one spots were
occupied by Southern rap artists. Considering Southern R&B artists in addition to rap
artists accentuated the results: virtually every broadcast ofthe show saw a Southern R&B
or rap act in at least one of the top two slots. Specifically, 94 ofthe first place slots
belonged to Southern rap artists, 77 belonged to Southern non-rap acts, 26 belonged to
non-Southem rap acts, and 25 belonged to non-Southem non-rap acts. Table 2 shows the
breakdown for the number one slots all two hundred twenty-two episodes of106*^ and
Park in 2010. The breakdown ofsecond place slots on the countdown was similar to the
numbers for first place slots: 95 of the second place slots belonged to Southern rap acts,
66 belonged to Southern non-rap acts, 37 belonged to non-Southem rap acts, and 24
belonged to non-Southem non-rap acts. Table 3 provides the breakdown for second place
slots.
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Table 2
106"'& Park Number 1 Slots

Table 3
106'’' & Park Number 2 Slots
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These numbers reflect the centrality of Southern Hip-Hop in the Hip-Hop industry as a
whole and demonstrate the popularity and success enjoyed by Southern acts.*^

That Hip-Hop dominates popular culture representations, is increasingly visible in
academic discourse, and is central to the music industry demonstrates the importance of
Hip-Hop culture across different contexts. Thus, it is worthwhile to examine how Black
males from rural. Southern spaces in the South participate in Southern Hip-Hop culture
and have aspirations to rap. I posit that the emergent success of Black Southern artists
impacts the ways in which Black yoimg adults, particularly from the rural South, perceive
their own possibility ofsuccess in the industry. For example,to what extent does Soulja
Boy’s narrative affect the thought processes of Black boys and men from rural. Southern
spaces? I also posit that Southern Black culture has become synonymous with Southern
Hip-Hop culture, and while this is evident in fashion, vernacular, and consumption
patterns, I aim to examine the effect on educational aspirations.

The South, as a region, has increasingly become the most dynamic region in the
country as evidenced by population growth rates and migration patterns. Southern cities
like Atlanta, Charlotte, and Richmond have become characterized by high rates of inmigration from other regions and immigration from other coimtries.(Hunt, Hunt, and
Falk,2008). Table 4 shows the population growth rates ofthe four regions ofthe United
States from 2000 to 2009.
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Table 4
Growth in Metro Areas from 2000-2004
HI
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Figure 1. Growth in Large Metro Areas, Especiaiiy Those
in the South and West, Outpaced the National Growth
Rate in the 2000s
Population Change by Geography Type, 2000 to 2009
%
18.0

16.8
ts:

16.0

13.4
14.0
12.0
10.0

10.5
8.8

‘V'J

8.7
H

8.0
5.2

6.0
4.0
2.0
0.0

[M
'o

01 o»
●= <0

DtO

.*1
■31-:

3.3

2.7

i -v

O M
k ID

O M
^ (0

O M
<0

o2

«2

«2

®

=

c

s< z< z<
ra

i

(0

1

LJsi

1

1

1

Ul
0*

V)
to
O

TO

M
3

o

<n

o
Z

Large Metro Areas by Region

}Ource: Brookings analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates Program data

Note, Population Growth Rates by Region. Reprinted from The State ofMetropolitan America (p. 38),
by The Brookings Institute 2010.

Despite the overall Southern population growth rate being higher than the other three
regions and double the national average, intra-region migration to the urban South has
led to continued population decline in rural townships. As a result, these rural areas are
faced with economic decay, inadequate services like fire and police safety, and poorly
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funded schools systems. Structural inequalities like these contribute to the South’s lower
levels of education relative to the other three regions ofthe US. Specifically, according
to the 2011 US Census, the South consistently has lower rates ofsecondary and
postsecondary educational attainment than the other regions ofthe US.In this way
understanding the importance of the South, culturally through Hip-Hop and through a
wider lens that examines population patterns and the implications ofthese patterns,
enables an effective examination of Black male aspirations in rural. Southern spaces by
contextualizing the larger, macro structural constraints and opportunities available in
these spaces.

Finally, this study will examine the construction of Black male aspirations in rural
contexts. This is significant because current research on aspirations typically focuses on
urban and, to a lesser extent, suburban areas while rural areas are virtually ignored. Rural
Southern populations are thus, doubly marginalized, first as Southern then as rural. In this
way the opportunities and constraints unique to rural areas have largely been absent fi*om
the discourse on Black males aspirations. This research recognizes this in addition to the
many contradictions present in the culture and politics ofrural communities. Hip-Hop
and, more specifically, the way it is conceptualized by Black males in the rural South
further complicate these contradictions.

While discourses about Southern Hip-Hop are closely tied to cities like Atlanta,
Houston, Memphis,and Miami,these conversations are also very much rooted in the
creative manifestations of small towns. While, Southern Hip-Hop artists typically migrate
to and work in urban spaces,they do so while also bringing with them the imagery ofthe
rural. To be clear. Southern Hip-Hop typically plays out in urban spaces, but the themes.
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the styles, and the representations are cultivated out ofrural life. For example, global rap
super-group Outkast produced its six albums in Atlanta, but their work consistently
maintains connections to the “country” culture ofthe rural South. The opening scene of
the music video for “Ms. Jackson,” the second single from Outkast’s 2000 release
Stankonia, is steeped in rural imagery: an old woman with her hair in rollers arrives at her
home wearing a bathrobe and finds the members of Outkast, Andre 3000 and Big Boi,
outside of an old house with a dog and grill. Andre 3000 is wearing a belt buckle with an
embedded rebel flag, and Big Boi is wearing a Dallas Cowboys Jersey. Kentucky rap
group Nappy Roots is another example. The group titled its first LP Watermelon,
Chicken, and Grits, all elements associated with rural. Southern food culture. This study
examines the way in which the marrying of Southern Hip-Hop culture to rural settings
and symbolisms manifests itself in the development of Black male Hip-Hop aspirations.
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Notes:

'http://clutch.mtv.com/2010/08/30/the-evolution-of-hip-hop-commercials-the-1980s/
" http://clutch.mtv.com/2010/09/15/the-evolution-of-hip-hop-commercials-the-1990s/
'"http://no-trivia.eom/2008/07/beyond-the-wackness-hip-hop-whiteness-at-the-movies/
IV «
Southern Acts” include acts bom in the South or signed to Southern record labels.
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From Theory to Reality: Tracking NAP Theory and
Oppositional Culture
Aspirations, defined as hopes and desires for certain outcomes,and attainment,
defined as the achievement of hopes and desires, are affected by a number offactors
including socioeconomic status, neighborhood setting,family influence, and peer
socialization. The effects ofthese factors, examined across age,race, gender, and class
status, share a particularly complex relationship with Black boys and men due to
complex opportunities and constraints that include mass incarceration and the enduring
legacy of racial inequality in hegemonic, American institutions. In the last forty years,
Hip-Hop, music and culture, has become interwoven with Black culture and serves as an
avenue by which Black children, youth, and young adults can share their narratives
despite the tagging of Hip-Hop as oppositional. Here I place the literatures on aspirations
and on hip-hop in conversation. The Nurturing Aspirations and Potential for Excellence
Theory,forwarded by Marc Grimmett(2006)and Oppositional Culture Theory,
forwarded by John Ogbu and Signithia Fordham (1986),recognize the multiplicity of
factors that affect the development and expression of aspirations, particularly in the
minds and lives of Black males. Grimmett, Ogbu,and Fordham present strong
theoretical fi:nmework for discussions of aspirations but at times are too presumptuous
and, particularly, do not recognize the saliency of Hip-Hop culture in Black American
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culture. In my discussion ofthe literature on hip-hop, I explore the development and
proliferation of hip-hop in the U.S., with attention to how industry dominance shifted
from the coasts to the South throughout the 1990’s and how this shift impacts Black
culture in Southern, rural spaces. The overarching purpose ofthis review is to twofold:
to examine the ways in which scholars have talked about Black male aspirations and to
demonstrate gaps in this dialogue.

NAP Theory

The Nurturing Aspirations and Potential Theory of Excellence(NAP Theory),
forwarded by Marc Grimmett(2006),examines aspirations, expectations,
encouragement, and excellence in the context ofsocioeconomic constraints,
neighborhood environment, socialization practices, as well as individual experiences and
perceptions ofthose experiences. As defined in the theory, aspirations specifically refer
to ‘‘the career vision the African American boy has for himself’(Grimmett,2006). More
generally, however,they refer to “desired outcomes that are not limited by constraints on
resources”(Hauser & Anderson, 1991). According to the theory,there are three
conditions in which aspirations develop. First, aspirations develop and evolve without
any outside cultivation. These are “innate or interest and ability” aspirations(Grimmett,
2006). Secondly, aspirations may develop from career related expectations and
encouragement. They result from the socializing practices of parents and environment.
These “experiential” aspirations develop out of direct experience of career options in the
family and community as well as from high expectations and positive encouragement
(Grimmett, 2006). Finally, aspirations may develop from a combination of innate and
experiential forces. This is to say that innate abilities and interests may intersect with

25

specific educational or professional experiences to form “nurtured” aspirations, which
require four factors in order to be effectively cultivated: expectations, encouragement.
education, and experiences(Grimmett,2006). Aspirations, according to NAP Theory,
are dependent on some form of external socialization.

Conceptually, self-pride and self-imaging are important parts ofNAP theory.
which recognizes the effects that socializing institutions have on the self-perceptions of
Black youth (Grimmett, 2006). First, when Black male youth do not have either
educational or occupational experiences,they are forced to make connections between
their occupational potential and their social environment(Grimmett,2006). Black males,
thus, are forced to project for themselves the same outcomes most prevalent in their
communities. So, if Black youth are not exposed to positive educational, occupational,
and/or community role models,they develop negative expectations for themselves that
become internalized (Grimmett,2006; Strayhom,2009). This internalization, according
Grimmett(2006), materializes as limited or “stereotypical” aspirations or as aspirations
for a substandard lifestyle that may include “poverty, crime, and/or unemployment.”
Steele (2000)referred to this as a “stereotype threat,” which he defined as the
“internalization of negative beliefs, which become self-fulfilling, self-defeating, selfthreatening, and work to undermine motivation and success.” The response to a
stereotype threat is often the subscription to a specific culture that is alternate to and
opposite the mainstream (Holzer, 2008; Murray et al., 2009).
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Socioeconomic Status and Aspirations

While Grimmett recognizes many important dynamics surrounding the cultivation
of aspirations for Black youth, by claiming that Black children will develop substandard
occupational aspirations if they are not exposed to positive community,family, or
educational role models, he overlooks the possibility that some aspirations to be resilient
and transcend environmental influence and structural constraints. Implicit in this claim by
Grimmett is the suggestion that children, specifically Black children, will aspire to
careers in which Blacks are best represented. While literature generally supports this
claim, there is some variation. For example, Bigler, Avehart,and Liben(2003)found that
there are variations by age and socioeconomic status: within an age cohort ofeleven to
twelve year olds, a lower socioeconomic status corresponded to aspirations for lower and
low status jobs. Within a younger age cohort ofsix to seven year olds, however,there
was no relationship between socioeconomic status and occupational aspirations; children
from both low and high socioeconomic status families aspired to high status occupations
(Bigler, Avehard,& Liben, 2003).' The study by Bigler, Avehard,and Liben(2003)
revealed that within two different age cohorts, socioeconomic status had mixed effects on
occupational aspirations.

By using Swinton’s(1987)occupational categories, Bigler, Avehard,and Liben
(2003)limited their study to occupations that historically fit into characterizations of
traditional, normal, and/or legitimate (I.e., postal service, military, teaching, etc). Even
the inclusion of“unfamiliar” and/or “obscure”job titles (I.e.,“tenic” and “higgler”) did
not include alternative occupational paths (I.e., positions in the Hip-Hop industry).
Overlooking alternative pathways suggests that Bigler, Avehard, and Liben(2003)do
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not recognize the significance that alternative pathways have in the lives of Black youth
and young adults. By doing this, they ignore their own findings that the presence of
Blacks in certain occupations does affect the occupational aspirations ofBlack children
from certain age and class cohorts (Bigler, Avehard, and Liben,2003). While not all or
even a majority of Black Americans are in the Hip-Hop industry, that there is a
predominance of Black bodies and voices in the Hip-Hop industry points to the need for
an examination of how Hip-Hop culture affects the development ofoccupational
aspirations of Black children, youth, and young adults.

Other scholarship has also proven that socioeconomic status shares an important
relationship with aspirations and gaps in educational attainment(Downey,2008;
Strayhom 2009). Strayhom(2009)found a significant relationship between
socioeconomic status and the educational aspirations of Black males. By using the
National Education Longitudinal Study, which began in 1988 with a cohort ofeighth
graders who were surveyed and resurveyed in 1990,1992,1994,and 2000 as well as
Bronfenbrenner's(1979)ecological systems theory," Strayhom found that Black males
firom families with higher socioeconomic statuses tend to have higher aspirations than
their Black male counterparts fi*om lower socioeconomic statuses. According to
Strayhom’s findings, which transcend age, there is, in fact,“a statistical relationship
between SES and educational aspirations”(Strayhom,2009). Stated clearly,
socioeconomic status is the “most influential” of all factors affecting college aspirations
(Strayhom,2009). Just how socioeconomic status affects college enrollment, however, IiS
a much more complex question that Strayhom only speculates about: “it may be the case
that high-SES students have access to more information about college and graduate
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school, opportunities that engender their creativity and ‘high hopes,’ which in turn
facilitate their aspirations”(Strayhom,2009).

Neighborhood

Strayhom (2009) also noted the importance of neighborhood setting on
aspirations and noted that scholarship has not fully examined this relationship: he said
that past studies have not examined the “factors that influence the educational aspirations
of Black men in particular and how specific high school and neighborhood settings may
affect their ability to ‘hope for more’ in terms of education attainment.” His work
examined how socioeconomic status intersected with neighborhood composition to affect
the ways in which aspirations developed in the minds of a “nationally representative
sample of African American males in high school”(Strayhom,2009). He found that
urbanicity did affect levels of aspirations, with suburban youth having the highest levels
of aspirations and attainment when compared to their urban and rural counterparts and
rural youth having the lowest levels. Other scholars have also made claims about the
relationship between neighborhood and aspirations. Herzog and Pittman(1995), after
studying a group of rural students,found that students from rural areas tended to “form
negative stereotypes due to their background” and exhibit an “inferiority complex.”
Williams et al.(2002)found that urban students are threatened by negative neighborhood
environments that adversely affect grade point average and plans to complete school.
Entwisle et al.(1997)and Lareau(2003)found that suburban students, who are generally
“better off’ than rural and urban students, progress faster in school due in part to active
parents and more stmcture in non-school months. Here, while the importance of place has
been examined, it remains an important point of departure for aspirations study.
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Socialization Institutions

Marc Grimmett based his NAP Theory on the complex process of socialization,
which is defined by Oliver(2006)as a formal and/or informal interactive process that
affects the development of culture in young people by shaping their perceptions and
outcomes. Grimmett’s discussion of socialization focuses on the socialization patterns of
family and community members. Family—and specifically parenting strategies and
expectations—has a substantial effect on the academic outcomes of youth in general and
Black male youth in particular (Oliver, 2006; Holzer, 2008; Murray et al., 2009;
Grimmett, 2006). Teaching children to be socially aware ofinequality, pride, and group
dynamics like affiliation and exclusion are helpful in promoting positive academic
achievement in children(Murray et al., 2009). Family also generates youth self-pride,
defined as “positive racial identity and self-esteem,” and promotes other positive youth
self-perceptions and personal awareness(Murray et al., 2009).

Understanding socialization institutions highlights the dynamics that affect black
male aspiration development. Limiting this examination to the family, however,does not
recognize Hip-Hop’s status as an important producer ofculture for Black youth
(Ferguson, 2001). According to Ferguson (2001), Hip-Hop has “transcended the realm
of entertainment to become an integral aspect ofidentity and a lens through which black
youth imderstand the world.” To be clear, within the Hip-Hop generation*” the
transmission of information, culture, and identity takes place via Hip-Hop music
(Kitwana, 2002). To this end, it is important to understand the extent to which Hip-Hop,
through the lyrical content of rap songs and through the cultural messages derived from
videos, TV shows, movies, etc., manifests itself in the aspirations and attainment of
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Black youth and young adults. Some scholars, however, have come to view the beliefs
and practices typically associated with Hip-Hop culture as “oppositional.”

Oppositional Culture

One product of socialization is what scholars John Ogbu and Signithia Fordham
(1986) have referred to as “oppositional culture.” The foundational claim oftheir theory
says that because US school systems are operated and populated by America’s dominant
group (i.e.. White Americans), Black Americans have little incentive to become fully
academically engaged. The lack of incentive cultivates anti-academic sentiments, and
these sentiments become bound to “authentic Blackness,” so that to be authentically
Black in school is to shun doing homework, not study for tests, avoid AP/Honors
classes, and hide high marks on tests(Ogbu & Fordham, 1986; Ogbu,2004). Two
important components of Oppositional Culture Theory are “collective identity” and the
“cultuTEd frame of reference.” Collective identity, also known as fictive kinship,
develops out of a “we feeling” that affords a group with a sense of belonging and
interconnectedness(Ogbu,2004). Collective identity is expressed through symbols,
cultural practices, mannerisms, music,religion, and language or dialect(Ogbu,2004).
The correct performance of this collective identity is measured by one’s cultural frame
of reference.

Oppositional Culture Theory rests on the assumption that Black cultural frames
of reference cultivate low academic achievement. This assumption has been complicated
by findings that suggest cognitive gaps exist in children as young as twenty-four months.
These findings pose a difficult question to proponents of Oppositional Culture: do the
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practices and mannerisms that have become associated with the Black collective identity
generate differences in the cognitive ability of children at such young ages? Another
component of Oppositional Culture Theory is referred to as the “burden of acting
niv

white.

In 2004 Ogbu revisited this part of his theory:“Black Americans have always

aspired to succeed like White Americans but they have always been aware ofthe
obstacles facing them because of their status or race. Another obstacle is the “burden of
‘acting White’”(Ogbu, 2004). He goes on to discuss the ways in which Black students
subscribe to mainstream - read White - beliefs and practices. Blacks,according to Ogbu
(2004), employ strategies like accommodation, ambivalence, and encapsulation.
Accommodation involves script switching so that in certain situations Blacks do,indeed.
adopt the cultural and language frames of references of Whites. When in other situations.
however, the Black-cultural and language frame of reference is embraced. Acting in
ambivalence stems from a belief that subscribing to the White-cultural and language
frames of reference has not and will not allow Blacks to succeed in attaining excellence.
Thus,“acting white” becomes unappealing even within “White institutions”(Ogbu,
2004). Encapsulation involves not being concerned with acting or performing whiteness.
Black students acting in encapsulation may not know how to switch scripts, behave in
accordance with Black-cultural frames ofreference, and almost never speak proper
English(Ogbu,2004). Collectively, these strategies serve as coping mechanisms for
Blacks who deal vsdth the burden of acting White in different contexts.

Swidler(1986) would say that Black students have a “tool kit” of“habits, skills.
and styles” that cannot construct effective “strategies of action”(Swidler 1986). While
Ogbu’s discussion of accommodation, encapsulation, and ambivalence recognizes
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different methods by which Black students navigate the performance of Whiteness, he
does not seem to understand that by placing the burden on Black students to perform a
White collective identity, he is ignoring the reality that Black students are raised and
reared in American culture, where scripts for success and attainment are increasingly
shaped more by class than race. Stated differently, Ogbu pays too much attention to race
at the expense of recognizing the ways in which aspirations and conceptions of
attainment are dictated by class. Even when he attempts to control for socioeconomic
status in his Shaker Heights, Ohio studyhe ignores stmctural obstacles and inequalities
like continued segregation, discrimination, and lower amounts of wealth/net worth in that
are connected to class and socioeconomic status(Obu,2004). In the end,the theory of
oppositional culture is too presumptuous and narrow in scope to address the complex
interactions and intersections between dynamics like neighborhood composition, wealth,
socioeconomic status, and socialization processes.

Southern Hip-Hop
The 1970’s saw the institutionalization ofthe Ghetto in central, urban areas as
well as the emergence of a cultural phenomenon: Hip-Hop. Encapsulating four separate
art forms - rapping, dj-ing, graffiti, and breakdancing - Hip-Hop emerged in New York
City, and by the late 1980’s, masses of people, from rural town to sprawling metropolis,
had access to and knowledge of Hip-Hop. Here,I briefly track the “Southemization” of
Hip-Hop styles and sounds and the rise of Southern Hip-Hop artists(Grem,2006).

Hip-Hop in the early 1990’s was dominated by a stark East Coast/West Coast
binary(Grem,2006). Southern artists had no territory on the charts, in record stores. or
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in radio-play. Rather, Hip-Hop’s “pioneers” typically came from the coasts. Artists like
Run DMC,Eric B, Rakim, LL Cool J, Public Enemy,Queen Latifah, LiP Kim,and
Notorious B.I.G. came from the Eastern seaboard, largely from areas in and around New
York City. Artists like NWA,Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogg,and Tupac came from areas like
Los Angeles, Long Beach, and Oakland in California. These artists had an mdelible
effect on Hip-Hop’s early imagery and sound. Thematically, songs and eventually music
videos became synonymous with the interests ofthe coasts, and unless Southern artists
subscribed to these themes as well as to a certain coastal sound and Ijrrical articulation,
they did not receive radio play, magazine spreads, and they did not sell well nationally
(Grem,2006). Many Southern artists recognized this reality and began mutating

artists

and styles from the coasts. For example. Master P’s No Limit Record label accmed
nullions of dollars and national prominence by selling a “West Coast-styled gangsta rap
(Grem,2006). Other artists chose to maintain their own distinct sound but still could not
attain long-term industry success. For example,the Miami Bass music of Uncle Luke
and others was most successful in Miami and areas in close proximity to Miami; this
concentrated success did not translate into national sales. Rather, it took stylistic changes
to put the South on the Hip-Hop map.

The 1994 release ofSouthernplcryalisticadillacmuzik by Southern rap group
Outkeist proved to be a seminal piece in Hip-Hop in that it was the first major album that
embraced a new,distinctly Southern sound. While the Geto Boys and SBall & MJG had
achieved mild success vrith a sound that did not subscribe to the coast-centric sound of
the 80’s, they could not translate moderate record sales into mainstream success.
However, that Outkast’s first album embraced a new Southern sound and Goodie Mob,
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another Southern rap act, had been invited to the 1996 Source Awards indicated that the
South’s relevance was growing inside and outside ofthe region. The Hip-Hop landscape
was further changed by the assassinations of icons Tupac Shakur and Christopher
Biggie” Wallace in 1996 and 1997, respectively; the East Coast/West Coast binary had
faded, and the South had arrived (Grem,2006).

Outkast and acts like Goodie Mob and Geto Boys among the first Hip-Hop acts to
emphasize and embrace “intricacies of Southern life” and the cultural differences
between and among New York, Chicago, and Atlanta(Grem,2006). They blended rural
imagery and culture with the urbanicity of Atlanta, and eventually brouth Southern
culture, from food to vernacular, to the center stage of Hip-Hop(Grem,2006). This
burgeoning facet of Hip-Hop fused together elements fi'om other Black music genres and
created wholly different Hip-Hop sound. Andre 3000,a member of Outkast, said it best:
“we got the feel of the Blues, the togetherness ofFunk music,the conviction of Gospel
music, the energy of Rock,and the improvisation of Jazz”(Grem,2006).

35

Notes:

‘ Bigler, Avehart, and Liben (2003) noted that “lower and low status occupations” were typically occupied
by Black workers, and “higher and high status occupations were occupied by non-Black workers.
“ The ecological systems theory examines how aspirations develop by considering the environment of
complex
relationships in which children grow and develop.
Ill
TTie Hip-Hop Generation very generally refers to Black Americans bom after the Civil Rights Movement
(Kitwana, 2002). However, some scholars complicate this by tagging a new post Hip-Hop generation
(Asante, 2008).
IV
One marker of“acting White,” according to Ogbu, is the correct usage of Standard English. Ogbu(2004)
cites past research that interviewed Black women enrolled in a GED program at a community college in
San Francisco. The results indicated that, “the women consciously resisted learning and using Standard
English because it would mean accepting what the White society defines as righf’or “White”(Ogbu,
2004). Ogbu also forwarded arguments claiming that Black students typically see the practices that lead to
excellence in the academy as the work of the “White world.” This work may include enrolling in Honors
and/or AP classes, being smart during lessons, studying a lot, and/or doing homework every day. By
adopting these patterns of behavior. Black students feel that they are giving up self-respect and cultural
authenticity(Ogbu, 1986: Ogbu,2004).
'' In 2003 John Ogbu published Black American Students in an Affluent: A Stutfy ofAcademic
Disengagement in which he drew on qualitative data fix^m two affluent Ohio suburbs. He claims that his
findings suggest that Black students, no matter their class background,disengage from academic setting at
higher rates than their White counterparts.
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METHODS
This study focuses on Black male populations in rural Mississippi. “Rural,” here,
is inclusive of all townships that are not considered urban. According to US Census
definitions, Mississippi has three urban townships: Gulfport, Hattiesburg, and Jackson;
all cities and townships outside of these areas are considered rural. While some other
towns in Mississippi may fall into a “semi-urban” category, the Census definition if
sufficient for this study. By examining aspirations as they develop in rural towns,this
research lends a different perspective to literature that typically focuses on educational
disparities in urban and suburban contexts. Additionally, focusing on Black male rappers
in these spaces allows an examination of an understudied population and their position in
the discourse about educational aspirations and attainment.

Participants

Initially, participants were selected through non-probability purposive sampling
from a pool of my own previous acquaintances. This produced a respondent pool of
eighteen young men,twelve from a town in northeast Mississippi and sbc from a town in
northwest Mississippi. From this point, snowball-sampling methods were used, and the
respondent pool expanded to a total of twenty-eight young men from three townships in
rural, northern Mississippi. Respondents who received interviews were Black males
between the ages of eighteen and twenty-nine and had, at some point in their lives.
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exhibited a clear investment in pursuing Hip-Hop as an avenue to economic sustainment
For the purposes of this study,“a clear investment in Hip-Hop” meant that respondents
had recorded an album, purchased recording equipment, recorded a music video, created
a music web page, or had otherwise made a commitment oftime and resources to hip-hop
as an economic and occupational venture.

The oldest respondent was twenty-nine years old, and the youngest was eighteen.
Most of the respondents, however, were between the ages oftwenty and twenty-four.
Eight of the twenty-eight respondents had ended their higher education at the two-year
college level. Thirteen of them had spent at least two semesters at two or four-year
institutions, with six of these respondents being enrolled at the time ofthe study. Six
respondents had only a high school diploma or its equivalent, and one respondent was in
the process of completing a high school degree program. For the twenty respondents who
were not enrolled in either a secondary or postsecondary program, thirteen worked parttime or full-time jobs, and the remaining four did not work.

Location

The neighborhoods were selected based on whether or not they classified as mral
and whether or not there was a sufficient presence of accessible Hip-Hop acts. Initially, I
spoke with young men from two towns in northern Mississippi and the Mississippi Delta.
I quickly found, however, that there was a richly diverse population of acts all in northern
Mississippi. For this reason the town in the Mississippi Delta was replaced by a third
township in northern Mississippi. The three final communities that have come to guide
this research -Dieberville, Tate, and Rockfort - have total populations ranging from 1500
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to 7000. The racial makeup of the communities ranged

from thirty to sixty percent Black,

with White Americans constituting a large proportion ofthe remaining percentages One
of the most distinctive characteristics of these areas

was rugged class stratification While

overall rates of poverty were high relative to surrounding areas, there were working
middle-class and middle-class communities in each neighborhood. Respondents came
primarily from two of the three locations, with seventeen from Dieberville in northeast
Mississippi, and twelve coming from Tate, also in Northeastern Mississippi. The
remaining seven respondents were from Rockfort in northwestern \fississippi.

Generally, respondents came from a number of different neighborhoods within
each of the three towns. In neighborhoods with houses or mobile homes as the primary
housing type, the focal point was typically a church in which most residents of the
neighborhood were members. All respondents came from predominantly, if not
completely. Black neighborhoods with high schools that had a Black majority.
Specifically, Rockford and Dieberville school systems were predominantly Black, and
Tate High School had roughly an equal amount of Black and White students. Most
neighborhoods had at least one “dope house” that served as the market place for
exchanging drugs like marijuana, crack cocaine, and a variety of pills. Neighborhoods
also had a “studio,” which was usually at a house with varying levels of recording
equipment. Respondents living in Rockfort generally did not have as much access to
economic opportunities as their counterparts from Tate and Dieberville. For example,
respondents often mentioned a lack ofjobs or having to commute tojobs outside of their
town.
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Data Collection

All data was collected over an eight-month period ofintensive fieldwork that
included participant observation and traditional qualitative interviewing methods. Where
personal visits were not possible, phone and email interviews were conducted. Where
personal visits were possible, responses were recorded on both video and audio
recorders. Respondents chose the location and time oftheir interviews, and most took
place in the same communities where the respondents lived. Interviews generally lasted
between one and two hours and ended with the interviewees giving the best sample of
their work, whether it was a recorded music video or impromptu freestyle rap.
Additionally, I purchased mixtapes and LPs to further sample my respondent’s music.
Throughout the project I listened to hours of music from each ofthe acts that I
interviewed and spent some time with them outside ofinterview sessions. These field
observations took place at shows and performances, studio sessions, parties, and at the
homes of the respondents.

Researcher’s Perspective

Recognizing the extent to which my own personal experiences have shaped my
perceptions of this project is important. Specifically, my ongoing residence in rural
Mississippi afforded me with empirical knowledge about the locations in which I setded
to do research. For example, I was aware of the locations of recording studios and
popular hangout spots for possible respondents. My own investment in rap music as a
young adult in rural Mississippi also provided an interesting perspective on the
environment in which production processes played out Specifically, while I was in high
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school rap music was a way for me to express myself. These dynamics were helpful in
understanding the subtleties of navigating uncomfortable situations and drawing often
guarded information. I recall one instance in a low-income housing project in Tate when
two of my respondents were in a recording session. Cramped into the one-bedroom
apartment were the two respondents, twelve members oftheir entourage, and myself By
drawing on past experiences in similar settings, I was not caught offguard by the
atmosphere.

Throughout this project, I found that I shared many key characteristics with the
bulk of the respondents. However, I also differed from many ofthem in two ways: level
of educational attainment and class standing at the time of the interview. As a graduating
senior of a four-year institution preparing to pursue a terminal advanced degree, I have
different sets of opportunities, as well as a more traditional set of aspirations, than my
participants. Additionally, I had come from a working middle class family, while many
respondents came from working poor families. While my own perspective as a young,
Black male from a similar neighborhood as my respondents and with a comparable
interest in Hip-Hop music and culture was helpful throughout this entire project, it
forced me to constantly reevaluate the project to limit my own bias and accurately
represent my respondents.
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Take Time and Listen”: Findings

Findings suggest that rap aspirations develop along two general paths: one
path views rap stardom as desirable and possible but neither central nor necessary
to economic, occupational, and/or educational attainment. This, I term the “Just to
be doing it” perspective. Here, rap has the function of cultural transmission,
communication, and expression. Another route views rap as a legitimate
occupational path that can serve as a primary means of gaining economic and
cultural capital. This I term the “Going far” perspective. While these aspirations
develop along two generally divergent paths, in the end,they both recognize that
success in the Hip-Hop industry is attainable. Perceptions about the possibility
and impossibility of success in the Hip-Hop industry develop out of direct
observations of Southern, mainstream artists as well as family members and peers
who have already gained notoriety and relative economic independence from their
investment in the industry. Generally, success is equated to respect from peers and
the ability to provide financial support for family members and articulated as
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making it” in the industry. All respondents demonstrated a strong civic identity
and had concrete ideas about “authentic” rap music. Central in these discussions
of authenticity was Soulja Boy and the brand that he was able to construct using
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specific marketing strategies, which were also recognized as valuable parts of the
business of Hip-Hop in rural. Southern spaces.
^Just to be Doing it
For respondents, rap aspirations were tied closely to postsecondary

■

programs; when completion of these programs was postponed or discontinued,
respondents cited structural constraints. For example, respondents cited family,
economic, and/or legal issues as being primary reasons for not attending/not
completing college degree programs. Involvement with music production had
preceded college enrollment, and once respondents withdrew their enrollment,
music production continued. In many instances it was done because respondents
enjoyed it and considered it a “hobby,” which is distinctive, here, because of Hip-

I

I

Hop’s place at the center of Black cultural production. To many Black youth in
the post-Hip-Hop generation, rap music production is a part of performing
Blackness.” In this way, while respondents often say that “rapping is a hobby,”
or it’s something that I just do,” more often than not, what they are doing is
coimecting on different levels with Black culture, representing their communities
and neighborhoods, and writing their own narrative. Furthermore, when
respondents claimed that rap was a hobby, implicit in their responses was the
recognition that rap could lead to levels of economic attainment similar to other
more “traditional” paths.
Mainstream characterizations of Hip-Hop stardom and rap music
production processes are generally painted as alternative and/or oppositional to
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institutionalized notions of educational attainment. While respondents may have
\yoQD. cognizant of this perception, they viewed rap stardom and music production
as occupational paths with tangible economic and social benefit. Jonathan, a
respondent who had completed time at a two-year community college, spoke of
the possibility of success as a producer in the Hip-Hop industry: “it’s a hobby for
me,but I put so much passion and thoughts into my own music,I really believe I
could make a living doing it. It wouldn’t be my only option though.” Here,
Jonathan illustrates a complex understanding ofrapping as both passion and
hobby,both primary and secondary career path. His time spent in school was to
become a diesel mechanic, and more than a few times he talked about returning to
school to finish the program, so that he could have that as a back-up plan. He was
not doubtful of his potential in the Hip-Hop industry so long as he was willing to
make sacrifices:

People ain’t go’n’ take you serious unless you start with yourself.
At first I was just doing it to be doing it, but I took a couple
hundred dollars to one of my songs, and I made a video. That’s the
change that I took on myself. I feel that ifI’m just making it just to
be making it, then what’s the point in doing it? If you ain’t gone
take the opportunity or chance to invest in yourself,then who else
go’n’ do i? You gotta start with yourself You gotta want it for
yourself.
By “just doing it to be doing it,” Jonathan, again, points to rap music as something
more than merely a hobby. It is interwoven into his daily routine and embedded in
his thought processes about success. Throughout interviews and fieldwork there
was always an implicit recognition in respondent feedback that sacrifice can lead
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to success. That the connection that respondents noted between sacrifice and
success are also seen in higher education and other traditional

occupations

suggests that rap aspirations are not always oppositional to mainstreamed notions
of work and education.

a

Going Far

Of the twenty-eight respondents, sixteen explicitly stated that rapping was
more than a “hobby” for them, meaning they thought more seriously about the
production of the music as well as the possibility that rapping would eventually
allow them to “be on TV” and take care offamily members. No matter the degree
of seriousness of aspirations for rap stardom, however,they generally involved
concrete, long-term visions of excellence as well as short-term action steps to
reach those visions. So, while rap aspirations are typically viewed as alternative
and/or oppositional to traditional notions of attainment in higher education,in this
study they were constmcted in similar ways. In fact, aspirations for rap stardom
often converged with more traditional aspirations for higher education. The
function of education, here, was twofold: some respondents were enrolled in trade
programs to be mechanics, electricians, etc. while also making and marketing
their rap music. Other respondents were enrolled in or had aspirations to enroll in
music schools as a means to perfect their skills, network with producers and other
artists, and increase the overall sound quality oftheir music.
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One respondent, Tavaris, spoke candidly of his aspirations:

I’rn tryna go as far as(rap music) will take me.Pm tired of making
music and just listening to it with my niggas or my Mom...I want
my friends to be able to see me and my boys on TV,on stage, on
these album covers,‘in stores soon,’ and that type shit.
Tavaris had spent time in a two-year postsecondary program and had
extensive work experience. During the time ofthe interview he was unemployed.
He had already invested significant time and resources into music production, said
that he did not mind working more traditional jobs, and recalled many instances
of working in factories and other blue-collar jobs:“IfPmma work and put all my
time, blod, sweat and tears in it,” said Tavaris of his future occupational
aspirations, “I’d rather do it in my music, something that I really love to do.”
Kevin, another respondent, gave a detailed analysis ofthe ups and downs that he
and his rap group had faced as they attempted to stake their claim in the more
mainstream (relative to rural Mississippi) Hip-Hop market in Atlanta, Georgia
metro area:

I bought an editing program, and put together my first Hip-Hop
DVD. At first, it was just something for us to look at and see what
all we had accomplished since we started making music. I later had
a vision of a bigger picture. I wanted to do something for
independent artists like [a popular magazine based in Atlanta], so I
started a DVD magazine, was nominated for, and won [several
awards]. This sparked buzz behind my movement and got me in
the situation that I am in now,working in a more
major/mainstream environment.
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Kevin, like Jonathan, emphasized the sacrifices, largely financial, that he
had to make in order to increase the quality of his work:“My equipment consist
of a Sony HDR-FX7 camera, a Canon 7D camera,a canon Reberl T2i camera.
Pinnacle editing software. Final Cut Pro editing software, a PC,a MAC,and a
couple of greenscreens.” Kevin went on to talk about the time and work that it
took him to accrue the resources necessary to buy this equipment. Kevin was
unlike other respondents in that he had achieved a level of success that allowed
him to work within the Hip-Hop industry as his primary occupational path. He
had spent some time in a postsecondary business program but dropped out to
pursue his Hip-Hop aspirations. While he had made financial sacrifices to pursue
his rap aspirations, others chose to work on their abilities in postsecondary
programs.

Sidney was still enrolled in a secondary program at the time ofthis
interview, and he had already made plans to work on his craft in a postsecondary
program. I know that I want to go to college. I want to go to college to be a
producer. My class is helping me to research on exactly how to do that right
now.” He spoke about how he had sought advice from his school mentor about
the best route to being the “best producer.” Another respondent, Chris, was
already in an “arts school.”
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He had taken this route after an initial attempt at completing a four-year program.
He explained:

I was redirected by music after one year, and I am now enrolled in
an arts school.I will be graduating...with a Bachelor’s in Music
Production.I see myself established as a well-known
producer/engineer within the next five years and crossing
boundaries I never imagined in ten years.
Montez was also interested in the possibility of being able to work on music
production techniques in a formal setting. At the time of his interview he had no
educational experience beyond his secondary diploma. While he had spent many
years working with beat machines and eventually computer programs, he
recognized the value of professional training. “I know that what I know now
probably ain’t enough.I want to get some professional help, like go to school or
some kind of program.”
Socialization
Respondent feedback consistently suggested that Hip-Hop often serves as
a socialization tool in peer-to-peer interactions among Black youth. In an
interview with a rap group firom Tate, group members talked about the ways in
which their rap aspirations developed collectively: “It started as a group thing. My
fiiends were doing it,so I wanted to give it a try,” said Chris. His former
groupmate,Thomas, who had dropped out ofa postsecondary program after one
year, made a similar statement:“When we started, it was just something that(my
Mends and I)decided we wanted to try. Now, we have performed alongside other
‘independents’ and even major artists in several locations across the state of
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Mississippi, Alabama, and all over Atlanta.” Their responses consistently referred
to Hip-Hop as being a “group thing” that both created and sustained friendships.
For them, rapping started as something that they did not take very seriously or
expect long-term returns from (i.e., economic,occupational). Rather, it was a way
for them to collectively participate in a certain type of identity constmction (i.e.,
performing a hetero-normative, masculine gender identity).
For Sidney rapping started because many of his relatives, including his
older brother, rapped. Because his father was not a big part of his life, he often
looked to his brother as a role model.“I used to see(my brother)clean all the
time, vsdth the girls, rapping. That’s when 1 really started liking music...That’s
when I started to like rap.” Just as in the case of Chris and Thomas,rapping
served as an important tool in his perception and constmction of identity.
Additionally, an incident in high school demonstrates the ways in which rap
aspirations are often shaped by interactions among peers:
I have been at Rockfort High School for about three months, now. I came.
It was my third day there. I was very antisocial...I’m just posted up and
was talking to some girls, and I told them I rapped or whatever. They was
like I bet you can’t beat Crazy B. 1 bet you can’t beat Crazy B.I was like
well tell his crazy self to come on over here then. So he came, and we
drew a big crowd, and I beat him. Ofcourse I beat him. Everybody started
saying ‘that boy can rap there.’ So they just started telling everybody that I
could rap, and I just started beating everybody. Now,find anybody who
say they wanna’ rap at school,they gone always come to me.Not Crazy B
no mo.
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Positive reinforcement from peers motivates Sidney, a senior in high school,to
remain dedicated to rapping and making music.“I keep working hard because I
wanna be the coldest. I wanna be the best producer out there.” That Hip-Hop
facilitated and was shaped by peer-to-peer interactions is illustrative ofthe way in
which Hip-Hop is an important tool in the socialization of Black youth. When this
socialization is positive, it can help develop rap aspirations. It is also important to
consider negative experiences in peer socialization. Michael, one ofthe three
respondents who were enrolled in a four-year institution at the time ofthe
interview, recalled an experience from his junior year in high school that sparked
his interest in rapping:

When I just got into (rapping), it was probably around 9 grade. I
had notebook with my poetry in it that was stolen. One day I was
standing out waiting on the bus while guys were in groups and
freestyling. This guy was saying shit that I wrote. I let him finish.
Everybody was like ‘oooooh that was fresh.’ It was my words, but
it was chopped up because he had put it to a beat. But I knew it
was my lyrics with a beat. I approached him,and he gave me my
notebook back on the spot in front ofeverybody. Other guys were
like I didn’t know you rapped. I was like I don’t. They looked at
my stuff and were like this is fresh - this is deep.
Michael initially was not interested in rapping. He was poet for most ofhis
time in high school, but this interaction with peers prompted the development ofa
set of rap aspirations that now include “just trying to come up.” While he is
enrolled in a postsecondary program, he continues to make and market music that
he hopes will “just be heard,” and eventually lead to “more”(i.e., primary actual
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occupational option). For Michael, peer socialization was key in the development
of rap aspirations.

Travion, who had never enrolled in a postsecondary program,explicity
pointed to peer interactions as leading to the development of his rap aspirations:
“I was listening to my niggas...they was spitting a lot ofthings, but they wasn’t
spittin the truth. I felt like I could touch people in a way that they couldn’t
because they wasn’t being real about what they was doing.” Travion grew up in
an environment in which rapping and music production was a normal part of
group level of interactions. It allowed him and his friends to communicate thenown narratives amongst each other and to people outside oftheir peer group.
After being incarcerated for two years, Travion remembered: “I started writing in
jail. When I got out, I was serious. I was like it’s time to put my life down on this
paper.” So Travion began rapping as a way to transmit a more authentic narrative,
that, for him and many other respondents, was tied to struggle and overcoming
obstacles.

The Soulja Boy Effect: Authenticity
At the center ofdiscussions of“authentic” cultural and civic identity in
Hip-Hop as it is expressed in rural. Southern spaces is Southern rapper Soulja
Boy. All respondents typically recognized that while Soulja Boy is representative
of Hip-Hop, his songs are not necessarily “real.” For them authenticity was linked
to struggle and a strong civic identity. Basically, for respondents, Soulja Boy was
not rapping about the right stuff. In order to be real, the “stuff’ that he needed to
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rap about included poverty, struggle, family problems, and encounters with drugs,
law enforcement, and violence. Travion said.

“I can listen to Soulja Boy for like one or two songs and be like it’s
aite. It ain’t shit to listen to like that. When I hear people like
Jeezy, Boosie, Trae, and Z-ro that’s talking ‘bout the struggle, then
we can relate. If I can relate to yo music,then I can listen to you,
that’s basically what I’m saying?”
Jonathan commented:

Twenty or thirty years from now you ain’t gone be able to listen to
no Soulja boy ‘cause shit will have been done changed.
Motherfuckas gone always struggle. People gone always have a
hard time. People gone always try to make it out the hood. You
know what I’m saying. That’s life.
Respondents generally agreed that Soulja Boy’s relevance as a rapper would soon
pass and was,in fact, already diminished. For them the “Soulja Boy” brand was
more connected to gimmicks and dancing than it was with substantive lyrics and
music. Still, most respondents acknowledged that because Soulja Boy was selling
albums and making money,they could not “knock him for what he is doing.”
Implicit in this acknowledgement is the suggestion that rap aspirations are
legitimate as long as they yield economic gain. So, respondents often had to deal
with the paradox that their own music, which was, according to them, more
authentic than Soulja Boy, was getting considerably less exposure and >ielding
considerably fewer economic gains. Still, however,rap aspirations remained
resilient, and respondents maintained hope that the possibility of success in Hip,
Hop was possible although they often had other primary occupational paths. That
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respondents could talk at length about Soulja Boy and authentic Hip-Hop
demonstrates the importance of authenticity in conversations about Black culture,
in general, and the development of Black aspirations, particularly.

Rapping on the Web: Hip-Hop Music Production and Promotion

Hip-Hop production and promotion has historically been an urban
phenomenon; early Hip-Hop manifested itselfin urban “meccas” like New York
City and Los Angeles. Even when Southern Hip-Hop emerged,it localized in
Southern urban areas like Dallas, New Orleans, Memphis,Atlanta, Miami, and
Richmond (Grem,2006). In these spaces, promotion was made generally easier
because of the proximity of artists to audiences and resources. Today, promoting
and selling CD demos and mixtapes on street comers and out ofcar trunks, while
it is less common due to the emergence ofinternet technology, still occurs. Open
mics and talent searches are common ways in which artists attempt to bring
publicity to their names and their work. Still, artists from rural spaces must
employ different strategies to gain exposure. It is useful, here, to return to Soulja
Boy as a case study to examine the way in which Hip-Hop production and
promotion adapts to rural. Southern environments.

While Soulja Boy’s interest in music began in urban Atlanta, his rise to
stardom took place in rural Mississippi. There he began uploading music videos
and songs to websites like Soundclick, YouTube, and MySpace.“My whole
career was based around the internet and technology,” said Soulja Boy at a radio
interview in 2009. From digital downloads of his first single “Crank Dat(Soulja
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Boy)” to ringtones and hits on YouTube,Soulja Boy’s rise to stardom mirrored
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an increase in the prevalence of computers and cell phones as well as an increase
in availability of the internet in rural spaces. Mr. CoUipark,president ofAtlantabased record label ColliPark Records, gave Soulja Boy a record deal in 2007, in
his own words, “not because of the music, but because of the internet activity.
Stated differently, Soulja Boy would not have emerged as a Hip-Hop and popular
culture superstar had it not been for internet technology and social networks.
Respondents had interesting perspectives about Soulja Boy’s music.
When asked what contributions Soulja Boy made to the ability of rural
artists to gain exposure, Michael talked about what he viewed as a “changing of
the guard” in Hip-Hop. He talked about older members of the Hip-Hop
generation as those who listened to Tupac, Nortorious B.I.G., and Jay-Z. This
generation, he thought, began to view Hip-Hop in terms of decreasing relevance,
and “when Soulja Boy came out, he broke that. It’s not about lyrics no more. It’s
about dance.” So, for Michael Soulja Boy spearheaded a trend that is
increasingly moving music way from lyrical artistry and towards aesthetics,
style, and dance. Tavaris was not as quick to give Soulja Boy credit for anything:
I ain’t no soulja boy fan, I ain’t a hater. He making his money. He is attracting
the kiddy crowd, but (pause) that shit anno)dng man.
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Kevin gave a perspective grounded in industry experience, unknown to most
respondents:

Soulja Boy is part ofthe dance/crunk/snap genre. To me he is more
of a Brand than artist. I say this because when he first got popular
with his hit, "Crank Dat," people were lining up at his door to give
him endorsement deals, television interviews, magazine spreads
etc., but he had not yet proven himselfas a artist. Now that people
see his lyrical content is not strong and his fans that were his age
when he first got hot are now older, and not buying into what he is
offering now, his buzz has died down.
The relative low levels of buzz and success surrounding Soulja Boy’s
most recent album release The Deandre Woy are consistent with Kevin’s
assessment. While Soulja’s relevance as a Hip-Hop producer may be in question,
his status as an icon of popular culture is not. He continues to net revenue from
views of his Youtube videos, ringtone downloads, and iTunes sales. This is a
credit to the ways in which the business of Hip-Hop has evolved in the last thirty
years, becoming increasingly bureaucratic or “like a machine. Soulja Boy,is a
small cog in a much larger process that is taking place throughout the music
industry.

Viral Marketing and The Business of Hip-Hop

Comments like Kevin’s were prevalent in respondent feedback. What
typically went without saying, however, is the ways in which all respondents and
other artists, both from rural and urban locales, utilize Soulja Boy s same viral
marketing strategies to reach their own audiences and gain exposure. Viral
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Marketing refers to the use of social networks to promote a brand or product For
example, Soulja Boy utilized a network offriends on the website SomdCUckzaid
later on MySpace to establish a fan base that eventually led
to his record breaking
success in the music industry. Countless times, respondents talked about
Facebook, YouTube, and Myspace as invaluable resources in reachmg people to
'whom they would have had no other connection otherwise. Kevin recognized the
importance of social networks!
(Social networks) have helped me spread the word about my work.
They allow me to get it out to a number offans at one time and
help build a buzz or promote a project Social networks also let me
get my work to areas that I may not travel to, but because ofthe
internet I can get it to that area with no problem.
Jonathan said it could help get his music to places like Atlanta or Alaska,“places
that I’d never go.” Walter and Rashad, a rap group from Dieberville, gave similar
responses: social networks and the Internet “opened a lot ofdoors” and gave
access to contacts that would have otherwise required a lot of money to do so.”
While the use of social networks and the internet have become normalized in the
promotion of music in both small and large markets in both rural and urban areas,
respondents felt that this was their best and, often, only avenue to exposure.
While an artist in Atlanta may have access to an open-mic night or have other
exposure to producers and labels in the industry,these same opportunities are not
readily available in rural locales. For this reason, rural artists, in addition to using
the Internet, still employ old promotional methods: selling promos and mixtapes
out of car trunks and in mall parking lots, leaving albums on the counters of
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convenience stores, driving from town to town to promote at schools and clubs.
So, while Soulja Boy’s status as an authentic producer of Hip-Hop is in question,
the strategies that he employed to reach stardom have become normalized in the
methods ofrappers in rural locales.
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Conclusion
While Black males aspire to enroll in college at levels consistent with national
trends, the rate at which they do so increasingly lags behind their counterparts form other
racial and ethnic groups. There are a number offactors that contribute to this paradox,
including socioeconomic status, neighborhood composition,family background, and
peer socialization. Literature has examined these factors as they mtersect and articulate
themselves across age, race,gender, and class status. Specifically, NAP Theory
examines socialization and neighborhood composition as they relate to aspiration
development, and Oppositional Culture Theory attempts to recognize the centrality of
culture in educational attaimnent gaps. In spite of Hip-Hop s increasing prevalence in
rnainstream culture, it has remained absent fi*om the discourse on aspirations and
attainment. Additionally, scholarship on aspirations does not recogmze the salience of
Hip-Hop in the production, transmission, and expression ofBlack culture. This project
examined the dynamic environment surrounding the development ofrap aspirations in
wal. Southern spaces with attention to how Black boys and young men think about
higher education and future occupational possibilities.

Black young men fi-om rural spaces typically think about rap aspirations from two
perspectives. The first, termed the “Just to be Doing it” perspective, fi-ames rapping and
Hip-Hop music production as a “hobby.” However,the performance ofrap and
participation in Hip-Hop culture was generally talked about in more complex ways. For
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example^ rapping was connected to participating in Black culture or communicating a
personal narrative as opposed to simply something done as a way to pass time or relax.
Secondly, rap aspirations were articulated from a second perspective,termed the

as

Hobby” perspective. This perspective included clear, concrete goals directly tied to
rappb^S

Hip-Hop music production. Additionally, involvement in the Hip-Hop

industry was, at some point, expected to serve as a primary occupation and/or primary
form of economic mobility. These two perspectives were not mutually exclusive;
implicit in each of them was the recognition that Hip-Hop stardom was attainable given
favorable circumstances and exposure. The presence of Southern artists like Soulja Boy,
who rose to stardom out of the rural South, in the Hip-Hop industry help cultivate rap
aspirations and shape perceptions about the possibility and impossibility ofsuccess in
the Hip-Hop industry. Central in the development ofrap aspirations were conversations
about civic identity and cultural authenticity. Still, money and success were cited as the
two most important factors involving the legitimacy ofrap aspirations and attainment in
the Hip-Hop industry.

Because traditional, mainstream ideas of aspirations and attainment centralize
higher education and occupational prestige, aspirations for rap stardom are generally
overlooked or mischaracterized as “oppositional.” Findings suggest, however,that rap
aspirations do not lead to low levels of attainment for Black youth and young adults. In
fact, rap aspirations are often bound up with aspirations for higher education, high
occupational status, and economic mobility. Additionally,rap aspirations, like
“traditional aspirations,” develop out of the belief that hard work and sacrifice will yield
success and are affected by family socialization, peer influence, and personal life
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experiences. Black boys and men from rural Mississippi who have aspirations for rap
stardom all recognize the importance of completing postsecondary programs, but
enrollment in and/or completion of these programs are often hampered by structural and
circumstantial constraints. While these constraints are present in other regions in the
United States, their presence in rural. Southern spaces is accentuated because of a lack of
life options and economic, educational, and occupational opportunities. In the end,this
study has demonstrated the importance of considering Hip-Hop, culture and music, in
academic discourse about aspirations and attainment.
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